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Partnerships  with  Major  Software 
Vendors  — A Significant  Way  Forward 

for  Services  Organisations 


A number  of  factors  have  combined  to  make 
the  support  of  Microsoft  software  products  an 
increasingly  complex  business: 

• Microsoft’s  large  market  penetration 

• The  growing  tendency  for  equipment 
vendors  to  bundle  Microsoft  products 

• The  diversity  of  the  channels  supplying 
Microsoft’s  products. 

In  a move  to  rationalise  the  support  function 
on  a worldwide  basis,  Microsoft  have 
implemented  a number  of  strategies  which 
present  potential  benefits  for  service  suppliers 
throughout  the  IT  industry.  The  key 
strategies  are: 

• Establishing  a global  marketplace  for  the 
support  of  Microsoft  products 

• Investing  to  improve  the  quality  of 
Microsoft’s  own  support  functions 

• Encouraging  third  party  service  vendors  to 
offer  competitive  support  services. 


Microsoft  Creates  a Global  Support 
Market 

In  September  last  year  Microsoft  announced 
its  Support  Network,  a worldwide  framework 
for  the  provision  of  technical  support.  At  the 
time,  Microsoft  chose  to  emphasise  the 
freedom  of  customer  choice  that  would  result 
from  a wide  variety  of  available  support 
services  and  suppliers.  However,  Microsoft 
was  clearly  motivated  by  the  desire  to 
distribute  responsibility  for  support  of  its 
products  and  open  up  a much  wider  market. 

Bernard  Vergnes,  President  of  Microsoft 
Europe,  told  INPUT  recently:  “We  do  not  see 
the  support  function  as  a profit-making  part 
of  our  organisation,  but  we  have  priced  our 
own  services  to  create  a competitive  market 
for  the  support  of  our  products  worldwide.” 

By  encouraging  quality- approved  partners  to 
support  their  products,  Microsoft  will  be  better 
able  to  concentrate  on  their  core  competency 
of  product  development  and  technological 
innovation.  By  doing  so,  they  hope  to  meet 
the  ambitious  target  set  by  Bill  Gates  of 
becoming  an  $8  billion  company  within  the 
next  three  years. 
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Microsoft  Invests  in  its  Own  Support 
Capability 

The  leading  mass- market  software  product 
companies  have  become  increasingly 
reluctant  to  sustain  the  high  overheads  of 
supporting  a largely  naive  user  base,  hence 
the  general  industry  trend  towards 
chargeable  support.  For  its  part,  Microsoft 
withdrew  lifetime  free  telephone  support  on 
its  application  products  in  April  this  year. 

However,  in  a strongly  competitive  software 
product  market,  Microsoft  needs  to  be  seen  to 
offer  quality  support  services,  which  has 
meant  investing  heavily  in  their  own  support 
infrastructure.  The  company  is  spending  £4 
million  to  double  the  number  of  telephone 
support  lines,  and  aims  to  increase  the 
capacity  to  deal  with  calls  by  40%  - an 
initiative  which  Microsoft  hopes  will  do  much 
to  improve  its  reputation  for  customer 
support. 

Users  of  Microsoft  desktop  applications  now 
receive  no-charge  telephone  support  for  90 
days  after  the  first  call,  after  which  they  can 


choose  from  a variety  of  chargeable  support 
options  including  Priority,  Premier  and  Single 
Incident  support  services.  The  Microsoft 
support  levels,  and  prices,  are  summarised  in 
Exhibit  1. 

Priority  support  is  a post-90  days  telephone 
support  service  available  to  all  registered 
users  at  three  levels:  Comprehensive  (all 
products).  Developer  (desktop  applications, 
operating  systems  and  developer  tools)  and 
Desktop  (desktop  applications  and  operating 
systems). 

Premier  support  is  aimed  at  larger 
organisations,  and  offers  comprehensive 
support  for  all  product  groups  for  four 
designated  contacts  within  an  organisation. 

Single  Incident  Pack  (SIP)  offers  support  on  a 
per  incident  basis  for  support  of  development 
and  advanced  systems. 

The  introduction  of  pay-for  support  will 
enable  Microsoft  to  sell  low-cost  products 
without  excessive  support  overheads,  but 
importantly,  the  initiative  also  opens  up  the 
market  for  additional  support  offerings. 
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Microsoft  Support  Services 
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Third  Party  Service  Vendors 
Encouraged 

Over  the  last  year  or  so,  Microsoft  has 
stimulated  the  growth  of  a global  network  of 
partner  organisations  known  as  Solution 
Providers.  Authorised  Solution  Providers 
offer  users  a competitive  alternative  to 
Microsoft’s  direct  support  options.  Technical 
services  can  include  configuration, 
diagnostics,  troubleshooting,  repair, 
maintenance,  performance  optimisation  and 
extended  out-of-hours  support.  Services 
range  from  “pay  as  you  go”  options  to  24  hour 
on-site  support  on  the  full  Microsoft  product 
range. 

To  become  a Solution  Provider,  service 
vendors  are  required  to  have  a pre- 
determined number  of  Microsoft  Certified 


Professionals  on  their  staff.  Solution 
Providers  can  gain  authorisation  not  only  as  a 
technical  support  centre,  but  also  as 
consultancy,  training,  development,  business 
and  integration  centres. 

An  example  of  a support  centre  Solution 
Provider  is  Digital’s  Multivendor  Customer 
Services  (MCS). 

Digital  has  been  providing  support  on 
Microsoft  products  for  some  time,  as  part  of 
their  multivendor  customer  services.  Under 
the  Backup  scheme,  users  can  receive  support 
for  the  top  30  PC  applications  including  the 
full  Microsoft  range.  Payment  is  either  on  a 
per  call  basis  or  by  annual  subscription. 
Corporate  users  can  also  benefit  from 
Quickstart  software  installation  services. 


3 


©1994  by  INPUT.  Reproduction  prohibited. 


INPUT  Research  Bulletin 


on-site  system  maintenance  and  a range  of 
network  services. 

According  to  Charles  Ward,  Marketing 
Manager  for  MCS,  partnerships  such  as  the 
one  with  Microsoft  enable  Digital  to  offer 
clients  the  guarantee  of  a solution.  “Users 
ring  in  with  problems,  but  are  often  not  sure 
of  the  source.  Seventy-five  per  cent  of 
problems  will  be  software  related,  though 
they  may  involve  equipment  or  networks  at 
some  level.  If  necessary  there  are  a number 
of  escalation  routes  we  can  explore,  including 
links  into  Microsoft,  Novell,  Lotus  and  others, 
which  provide  greater  certainty  of  tracking 
the  source  of  the  problem”. 


Ward  believes  the  solution-based  approach  is 
a far  better  way  of  delivering  value  to 
customers  than  the  telephone  hotlines  offered 
by  many  PC  vendors.  “Simple  front  line 
telephone  support  cannot  guarantee  a 
solution,  whereas  our  direct  links  to  partners 
such  as  Microsoft  enable  us  to  offer  a solution 
every  time.” 

The  partnership  with  Microsoft  enables 
Digital’s  MCS  to  play  to  their  strengths  as 
business  solutions  specialists,  and  they  are 
clearly  benefiting  from  the  relationship. 

Services  vendors  looking  to  win  business  in 
the  highly  competitive  open  services  market 
would  do  well  to  consider  similar  partnerships 
as  an  integral  part  of  their  support  strategy. 


This  Research  Bulletin  is  issued  as  part  of  INPUT'S  Software  Product  Support  Programme— Europe.  If  you 
have  any  questions  or  comments  on  this  bulletin,  please  call  your  local  INPUT  organisation  or 
Chris  Cadman  at:  INPUT,  17  Hill  Street,  London,  WIX  7FB,  UK,  +44  (0)  71  493  9335. 
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